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HE WATCHES BIRDS, AS A MATTER OF FACT
By Megan McNamer
University of Montana
Office of University Relations

When Richard Hutto was a boy playing in the chaparral of southern
California, he didn't particularly care if he knew the names of the plants
or brush of that dry country.
Just to have them there to play in was enough.
But later, as an undergraduate in biology at UCLA, he was delighted to be
taught something about the flora of his childhood.
And to learn that those plants actually had names!
I d say, 'You mean those were lemonade berry bushes 1 used to sit in?'
Just carrying around those

10 or so names meant a lot to me."

The UM zoology professor still takes a personal approach to his continuing
education about the earth.

Now it's reflected in a growing understanding of the

land as a community that depends on the survival of all its parts.
"When one particular species- a certain butterfly, a tiny f i s h - is pitted
against industrial development, there is no way that species will win.
not just one species that is at stake.

But it's

Paul Ehrlich (author 0f "The Population

Bomb")describes the extinction of these seemingly insignificant critters as an
Early Warning System of our predicament.

We have to realize that the disappearance

of one species is not an isolated problem."
(more)
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Dr. Hutto does not consider himself an environmental activist with a
special cause.

To him, the questions and problems are simply there-- an

unavoidable part of everyone's life.
As a zoologist, rather than a wildlife biologist, he is technically more
concerned with understanding patterns in nature, rather than applying that
knowledge to problems in environmental management.
"But in studying bird habitats I have become more and more interested in
taking into account the effects of various forest harvesting techniques and
cattle grazing on bird communities,"
It's difficult to find undisturbed wildlife habitats for study, Hutto
continues.

Montana holds a special appeal for a biologist because it still

has some areas that are very undisturbed and can give undistorted impressions
of wildlife behavior.

But "Montana's" birds go south for the winter.

Hutto

has gone to Mexico to look for answers to questions about bird behavior there
as well.
"It makes you realize there are no boundaries,"

he says.

"We really do

all share the same resources."
Hutto teaches courses in animal ecology, Montana wildlife and ornithology
at the UM.

His own research is concentrated mainly on the migration habits of,

and competition among, Western wood warblers and other insectivorous birds.
Wood warbler watching may conjure up visions of Saturday afternoons with
the bird club, but Hutto's concerns are not casual.
"Field problems in the study of birds can lead to discovery of a pattern,
which may help explain a given behavior,"

says Hutto.

"That pattern can then

be used to facilitate our understanding of the patterns of other, sometimes less
visible, species.

With wood warblers, I'm looking for the sorts of environmental

pressures that are responsible for their rather strange migratory behavior."
(morel
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In his courses Hutto generally includes a lecture on ecology in which
he stresses the need for rational solutions to some of the problems brought
about by human over-population and consequent accelerated development and
exploitation of the environment.
It's important, he says, to expose people to the facts as they exist from
a biological standpoint.

Only then is it possible to see if the solutions being

proposed by government or industry correspond with those facts.
A cubicle of fact-filled books and journals isn't Hutto's only natural
habitat.

Every spring he takes 10 or 12 UM students to the deserts of the South

west for a 10-day field ecology course.

Students discover a problem, learn how

to analyze and research it, and how to write up their findings.
Hutto feels that environmental awareness among students is ever-increasing.
"I don't think the average undergraduate now is quite as naive about ecolo
gical problems as I was at that point,"

he says.

And he feels that while it's too late to reverse some environmental trends,
there's hope for the world.
"The California Condor is doomed to extinction, but at least that is
recognized as a problem."

